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’ R O S P E C T S  
FOR 
S O C IA L IS M
ALR recently organised a 
round-table discussion on 
th e  p ro b le m s  fa c in g  
socialism today. It was not 
expected that conclusions 
would be arrived at, nor 
were they. The purpose, 
rather, was to have a 
re la tiv e ly  in fo rm a l e x­
change o f views to stimulate 
th e  t h in k in g  o f  th e  
participants and, we hope, 
o f our readers, as well as 
p ro v id in g  som e b a c k ­
g ro u n d  to  the  m any  
discussions on the future of 
socialism now taking place.
If you think suoh exchanges 
are helpful, please let us 
know, and perhaps suggest 
topics tor future round­
tables.
Those taking part were Eric 
Aarons, Linda Carruthers, 
Phil Hind, Bob Makinson, 
Joe Palmada and Joyce 
Stevens.
[NOTABLE
Rdunatable 
chaired by
Eric Aarons
Eric: To Kick the thing off — major 
manifestations of the crisis which I 
believe exists in socialism today in 
Australia and other countries mcluae:
Firstly, the lack of moral ascenaancy 
of socialism over capitalism and of an 
overall offensive spirit such as existed 
in previous times. This is given added 
point by the fact that we’ve had ten 
years of capitalist depression along 
with mounting problems in other 
aspects of social life.
Secondly, the lack of a uniting vision 
0  ̂ understanding among socialists. 
There is a parallel, though not identical 
division among the many people who 
are engaged in rine struggles, but 
mostly have no vision of transforming 
society as a whole, being mainly 
concerned with their particular issues.
Among reasons for this situation is 
in a d e q u a te  u n d e rs ta n d in g  and 
presentation of the socialist vision. 
Especially, the impression is conveyed 
that socialism is purely an economic 
system and that economic conditions 
are causal of everything else. This does 
not adequately relate to the many ways 
people reject and struggle against 
what is happening to them at present. 
Part of this is the longstanding 
p ro b le m  o t how  to  tra n sce n d  
economism or narrow trade union 
politics w ithin the labour movement.
And even the economic side of 
socialism is often misunderstood) see 
my review of The Economics of 
Feasible Socialism  in this issue).
Then there is the political and 
economic practice of the countries 
w h e re  c a p i t a l is m  h a s  b e e n  
overthrown, which does not now 
in s p ir e  g re a t  c o n f id e n c e  o r 
enthusiasm.
F u r th e r , m a rx is m  has been 
subjected to an increasing number of 
different interpretations, so that there 
are now few generally accepted 
reference points which might facilitate 
the settlement of differences. And t do 
not believe that anyone in the 
foreseeable future is going to come up 
with a version which will serve in that 
way.
Lastly, related to views of how 
society changes and of the economic 
as the basic cause, there is the lack of 
development by socialists of the 
moral-ethical or social philosophy side 
of their vision which I believe to be in a 
sense the most fundamental, and 
which contains the possibility of 
overcoming both the lack of moral 
ascendancy by socialists and their lack 
of unity.
Joe: I think those questions provide a 
background to the things we need to 
discuss, and probably there are others. 
For a long period there has been a 
crisis in marxism, with problems
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arising in socialist practice, not only in 
the countries where social ownership 
was established, but also as a result of 
the distortions of dogmatic marxism 
which has displayed an inability to 
solve problems in the more complex 
social conditions of today.
The other side of the coin, of course, 
is the fact that the continuing crisis of 
capitansm has also seen a resurgence 
of interest in marxism by progressive 
forces trying to come to grips with the 
problems.
Marxism is more a methodology of 
examination and interpretation of 
events for the purpose of effectively 
intervening to bring about change. It 
doesn’t seem to me to be more than 
that I agree with Eric that there is not 
going to be a single interpretation.
In saying that we need a philosophy 
or ideology that is going to motivate 
people we have to inculcate this idea of 
marxism as a method.
The forces which react against the 
worst excesses of capitalism are much 
wider than the forces whicn exist in 
socialist political formations. What is 
lacking in the organisations that anse 
in sucn struggles is the capacity to link 
their particular struggle with the 
broader issues of altering the system of 
production and social relations, and to 
help them do that we must redefine the 
objective which cannot be done by a 
particular individual or political party.
Joyce; I'd like to take up the pomt 
about marxism as a methodology. I 
think one of the problems is in trying to 
see what it is that marxism contributes 
to revolutionary practice. I. too, have 
believed that you can discard all sorts 
Of things from marxism but then 
it comes down to the core of method, 
and that if you can only penetrate that, 
il gives to you all sorts of clues to 
political practice. But i don 't really 
know what that means any more If it 
means that you are a materialist and 
proceed from a whole set of objective 
circumstances to try to analyse 
something, you don ’t have to be a 
marxist to be a materialist.
By marxism as a methodology, I 
always understood that you could 
predict how society could be changed 
and what forces snould make those 
changes. But marxism has not been 
able to do that. One of the most d ifficult 
things to come to grips witn is that the 
predictions marxism made about class 
struggle and the working class being 
the motive force for social change have 
not come about.
I be lieve  th is  is c ru c ia l. In 
technologically developed countries 
where the working class is the 
o ve rw h e lm in g  m a jo r ity  o f th e  
population, there seems to be less 
possibility of revolutionary change
than in other countries. If the 
methodology of marxism were correct 
then there would not be the sort of 
crisis in socialism that we have, which 
is not to say that there is nothing in 
class analysis or class conflict.
Joe: Given that the working class day is 
largely integrated, and class lines 
obscured, isn't it a question of a 
transfer of power.
Joyce: We are trying to biing about a 
revolutionary transformation in the 
economy, in the state as a focus of 
capitalist power, in social relations and 
in personal life.
The issue is not so much what 
needs to take olace but, rather what is 
the motivation, the motive force of 
social change and is it class struagle 
which arises at the point of production, 
or is it a range of other things.
Even to secure the potential that is in 
class struggle, marxism has to change 
the prioritised position it gives to class 
struggle, to see the other fundamental 
conflicts that exist, and to find the 
connections between them. While 
p eo p le  w ill  a c k n o w le d g e  som e 
problems in marxism, it is very 
d ifficu lt to get over such concepts, 
held in holiness.
Linda: I'm concerned at the idea that 
class s tru g g le  is seen as jus t 
c o n c e rn e d  w ith  the  p o in t  o f 
production. I've always understood it 
as all the contradictions that capitalism 
throws up. For example, those which 
put tremendous strains on families. 
The post-war period which drew 
practically every woman at some point 
of her life, into production put huge 
strains on ideological notions of what 
was proper for women, for children, fo r 
men. This was more revolutionary than 
a n y th in g  e lse  I can th in k  of 
immediately.
My understanding of class struggle 
would encompass the events and 
processes which drew women into 
p ro d u c tio n  and drew  fo rth  the 
contradiction between the traditional 
id e o lo g y  a b o u t fe m in in ity  and 
motherhood and pot millions of 
women worldwide struggling around 
definitions ol motherhood, definitions 
of what is oroper in being a woman, 
control over their fertility, arrangement 
of working time and questions about 
the arrangement of tasks in the 
household, etc. And far from that being 
a social struggle, and what happens at 
the workplace being an economic 
struggle, most social and economic 
and class struggles are struggles 
which come out of acute contra­
dictions which capjtaiism throws up at 
a particular time.
I think of the struggle for peace in a
"Even to secure the 
potential threat that is 
in  c lass s t r u g g l e ,  
marxism has to change 
the prioritised position 
i t  g ives  to class  
struggle, to see the 
o t h e r  f u n d a m e n t a l  
conflicts that exist and 
to find the connections 
between them."
Joyce Stevens is an activist and 
writer In the women's movement 
and is a member of the CPA 
Na tionalCommi ttee.
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"... there is a crisis that 
extends far beyond 
that of socialism — 
there is, in fact, a 
g e n e r a l  c r i s i s  o f  
politics and ideology in 
advanced capi tal ist  
countries which can be 
seen in the level of 
non-participation, and 
the elementary level of 
what popular particip­
ation does take p lace ...
similar way, bringing into debate, for 
example, questions around resources.
Eric: But why do you call it all class 
struggle? If it embraces everything .... I 
agree with what you say, but don't see 
why you call it class struggle. What is 
the definition, then, of class .... if it 
embraces everything?
Linda: Unless you have some analysis 
of (his social formation which allows 
you to see how if produces and is 
reo roduced , then  you have no 
explanation at all of why anything 
happens except when ideas spring up 
in people's heads. Very simplified, my 
understanding is that you have a very 
small group of people who own the 
means by which all of this is 
reproduced. They make decisions 
about what is going to happen, and 
others won't, irrespective of the needs 
of people who oroduce and who lack 
power not only to participate in 
decisions, but even to define their own 
needs. This produces struggles in 
various areas, and one of the things 
about these s trugg les , as Eric 
mentioned, is the problem we have of 
m a k in g  th e  c o n n e c t io n s . N o t 
everybody feels the same connections 
at the same time.
Bob: To backtrack a bit, I th ink we have 
to use the notion of crisis with some 
caution. One of the criticisms of 
socialists is that they're always 
blethering about the crisis of this, that 
or the other issue.
But for socialists in advanced 
countries there undoubtedly is a crisis 
of botn theory and practice, in the 
intersection they have with the mass 
politics of their countries. It's a crisis in 
our case because we’re oppositional 
and have that much less room to 
manoeuvre. But there is no less an 
impasse, not necessarily a crisis, of 
c a p ita l is t  d e m o c ra c y  as w e ll,  
Particularly in the last 20 years, its 
moral ascendancy has been eroded, its 
claims to be a responsive, progressive 
system which is capable of increasing 
both spiritual and material progress 
have come in for increasing disbelief.
But, of course, in countries like ours, 
that system has state power, it has 
ideologicla hegemony and that counts 
for an awful lot. And its impasse in 
resoect to the values of freedom and 
progress is not necessarily reflected in 
the instability of its hold upon society. 
But it is nevertheless there, and there is 
widespread cynicism and distrust 
about its direction.
The question is, of course, whether 
people see an alternative to that.
In a sim ilar sense, when talking 
about the socialist or socialist-based
countries, one needs to recognise that 
in the Soviet Union, for example, there 
isn't an imminent crisis. A social 
system has evolved which has basic 
differences with the historically held 
values of marxisin about individual and 
collective freedom ana the ability to 
progress on material and cultural 
levels. But it is showing no immediate 
signs of fundamental fracture, and we 
have to come to terms with that fact. 
This is not true, of course, of the 
satellite countries.
I think, in their situation, and ours, it 
comtis back to ideology. Someone said 
marxists have got it the wrong way 
round. I t ’ s not econom ics  tha t 
determines in the last instance, it's 
economics that determines in the 
first instance and is then overlaid, 
modified and occasionally reversed by 
ideological considerations.
We have in Australia at the present 
moment not simplv a crisis and 
shakeup of the socialist forces, but 
also a shakeup right across the 
political spectrum from far right to 
far left including the much more stable 
centre - the ALP and the conservative 
coalition.
We are seeing the beginnings of the 
breaking of the mould that has been in 
place for 30-40 years since the war. and 
what socialists do now is going to set 
the options which are available for 
socialists in the coming generation. To 
engage that problem we need a 
broader view than that there is a crisis 
of socialism and what are our ways out. 
There is a fundamental realignment of 
social values and beliefs beginning to 
happen in society and we have to look 
for the footholds in diverse areas of 
social life which provide jumping off 
points for the future.
Phil: I agree that there is a crisis which 
extends far beyond that of socialism — 
there is, in fact, a general crisis of 
politics and ideology in advanced 
capitalist countries which can be seen 
in the level of non-participation, and 
the elementary level of what popular 
participation does take place. It's 
evident in the swings to the left and to 
the right and the re-emergence of old 
dogmas such as monetarism. It's 
evident in the failure of leading forces 
to solve social problems, including 
those connected with the economy, 
people at work, or much wider 
questions such as war and peace.
I'm not sure that I would agree with 
Bob that there is not a crisis ol 
socialism at an international level. It is 
true that the Soviet Union is not facing 
a crisis internally, that there are no 
signs of imminent breakdown. But one 
could argue about the degree of
Phil Hina is a disarmament activist 
who has worked In a full-time 
capacity tor the peace movement.
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I agree, of course, that 
cap i ta l i sm faces a 
crisis, and certainly 
don't want to down­
play that. But it seems 
to me that, capitalism 
being m that position 
points up even more 
th e  p r o b l e m s  o f  
socialism."
apathy and non-participation in that 
country.
But more importantly, I think the 
Soviet union, along with all the other 
existing socialist countries faces a 
crisis which is partly of its own making, 
but largely something which confronts 
it externally — the cold war and the 
threat of nuclear war.
And the sorts or fissures and cracks 
which have built up in some socialist 
countries — Poland being the biggest 
example — with a heavy-handed 
repression of solidarity, all have an 
impact on how people see socialism.
Concerning the basic understanding 
of what marxism is. I agree with Joe re 
marxism as a method, as the kernel of 
what it means to be committed to 
marxism. But I have some problems in 
that, if that is our understanding, then it 
is somewhat lim iting - a method only at 
the analytical level, where it informs 
our intellectual work, how society fits 
together, etc. I don't think that tehs us 
how to go about changing society. 
Marxism represents something more 
than a method. It is a theory of social 
change or, as Gramsci described it, a 
philosophy of praxis. It's as much 
about how one works politically as it is 
about understanding component parts 
of society, what it is that motivates 
people, makes them think, that 
engages them in struggle, and from 
that and from our own practice, we can 
learn something about the possibilities 
of social change,
Eric: I agr<*e of course, that capitalism 
faces a crisis, and certainly don't want 
to downplay that But it seems to me 
that, capitalism being in that position 
point up even more the problems of 
socialism. Capitalism is in this m ulti­
dimensional crisis, but socialists are 
not well armed to take it on.
I agree with Bob to a certain extent 
about the Soviet Union, though I don't 
know exactly what he means by a basic 
crisis. But there is a crisis of, shall we 
say, belief or vision, and that applies 
also in China and other countries. In a 
way, they also need to redefine 
socialism. They are not providing, as 
they did once, a vision that gave great 
inspiration to socialists elsewhere. 
They can't even do it for their own 
peopie.
Power, as Joe raised, has a 
d im ens ion  we in  th e  p as t, 
underestimated, but have developed 
recently in that we see struggles as not 
just about ownership, but also about 
power, about control.
But there is another aspect here 
related to what Linda was saying. It's 
also a question of power for what. It is 
true workers lack power to dec:de 
whether they will do this, that or the 
other. But, in some cases, they have
asserted  p ow e r fo r  very good  
purposes, while in others they have 
asserted some degree of power for 
quite bad purposes. For example, on 
some environmental questions.
Linda: I think this is a really important 
question. Power is not a thing but is a 
relationship. I would pose the action of 
workers regarding the environment in 
a different way from you. At a 
p a rtic u la r tim e, w orkers  had a 
particular ability to do something 
about the environment because of 
co m p le x  re la t io n s h ip s . Ju s t as 
examples, there was heightened 
public awareness, a strong labour 
m arket, there  was a p a rticu la r 
leadership, and the experience of 
previous struggles, etc. Those, and 
other relationships, enabled things 
to happen..
An opposite example is logging on 
the North Coast, at a time of a bad 
labour market, the leaders of the union, 
whatever their own perspective, could 
not control the situation. If jobs were 
lost they could offer nothing in return. 
There was no way out of that impasse 
Th is  is a case of the c lass 's  
powerlessness.
I suppose I take a rather determinist 
attitude in that what you can do in any 
situation by good work, or having the 
right ideas, is, in many ways, very 
limited. It's a matter of understanaing 
all the relationships and seeing how 
you can intervene at a particular 
moment. You can say. even if 
something reactionary happens in the 
working class movement, part of that is 
the powerlessness of people in 
particular situations to break through 
that contradiction.
Eric: I agree with that. But if you take it 
to mean that if only they had the power 
they would use it for the good purpose, 
I must say I don 't find that very 
convincing.
Linda: I don't think that follows from 
what I said.
Eric: It seems tc mo that it does; or if it 
doesn't that it is still important to make 
the ooint. Part of the struggle of 
socialists is around a body of ideas that 
has a future, in that it deals with the 
things that need to be done, have to be 
done if the problems tnat face 
humanity are to be overcome and 
disasters which loom over us are to be 
avoided.
And this struggle goes on also witnm  
the working class, by any definition.
Linda: It seems to me that what you're 
saying is that when a bad decision is 
made that's the result of the bad ideas 
they have about (J. What I'm saying is 
that they may have many lueas about it, 
but in the end what they actually do
Eric Aarunt, mbs formerly Joint 
N a t i o n a l  S e c r e t a r y  o f  the  
Communist Party of Australia.
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"The difference bet­
ween feminism and 
m o r a i i s m  on the  
woman question is that 
y o u  a n a l y s e  the  
relationship between 
men and women in 
ways that show there 
are  real ,  m a t e r i a l  
privileges and benefits 
t h a t  d e r i v e  f r o m  
masculiunity and real 
oppressions that result 
from femininity
about it is a result of what's available 
for them to do, given that tney need 
jobs, for example. What you're saying 
is that the ideas «ome first and that's 
what you struggle around, whereas I 
say you struggle around what's 
available to you and that the ideas 
come out of the struggle itself.
Eric: This is an important point. I don't 
say that the ideas come first in the 
general abstract sense, People are not 
born with them. They imbibe them out 
of what exists around them. But once 
an ideology or a particular view has 
come into existence, it can have a very 
long life, beyond the conditions under 
which it was born For example, the 
attitude of men to women. And this will 
exist even after all sorts of power 
relationships have been changed. And 
the women's movement is rignt in 
fighting on this issue and in not 
believing the proposition that it will be 
resolved just because some other 
things are resolved.
Linda: But if you're going to have some 
historical explanation for the struggle 
of women, rather than the germ theory 
of ideas you have to have an 
explanation for why, at some particular 
moments, that struggle erupts,_ an 
analysis of the forms that it takes^and 
an analysis of why it sometimes dies 
d ow n. The d if fe re n c e  be tw een  
feminism and moraiism on the woman 
question is that you analyse the 
re la tio n sh ip s  between men and 
women rn the ways that show there are 
real, material privileges and benefits 
that derive from masculinity and real 
o p p re s s io n s  th a t re s u lt  fro m  
femininity. The relationships are 
grounded in real things and not just in 
the ideas, but in specific practices.
Bob: Is it not the case that those 
practices are often matters of custom 
which are themselves material and 
incredibly strong because of the 
identity which people draw from them, 
and that a threat to those customs is a 
threat to the identity those people 
have? That is an ideological factor, but 
I would suggest it is as strong as any 
material factor or relationship.
Linda: Oh, indeed, and I think that the 
contradictions posed between the 
ideology of the way women were 
taught to see themselves and the 
reality of their actual existence in the 
past th irty years has had a tremendous 
effect in helping smash through a lot of 
that ideology. You can have some 
ideas in your head but I don 't know 
how long you can afford to Keep them 
in your head if, in practice, you re 
having to do something else. A man 
can hang on to the iaea that itjs a 
woman's place to look after him. But, in
the end, what he's actually doing when 
she's out at work too and nas the ability 
to change power relationships in the 
family, is being forced to do some of 
the domestic chores. I wonder what 
real #orce h is ideas about his 
relationships with his wife actually 
have in that changed relationship 
between them. And even if he is stuck 
with ideas about the relationships and 
that's a powerful force, I'm not sure 
how you'd decide how powerful that 
force is w ithout looking at the reality of 
the relationship, the power between 
them.
Joyce: Pretty powerful, by all of the 
indications of what happened in the 
Soviet Union. Despite 67 years of there 
being not only a social acceptance of 
the fact that women are equal and it 
being written into the constitution and 
women being massively engaged in 
the workforce, women there still do as 
much of the housework as women in 
the United States, or Australia, where 
there's a larger percentage of women 
stifl engaged in fulltim e domestic 
labour.
I think there are unresolved issues 
about the relationship of ideology and 
material practices, both in materialism 
and feminism, and most social 
theories, but it's d ifficu lt tocontest that 
they both have powerful roles to play.
I can see the point you’re making, 
Linda, about workers in a particular 
situation and a woman in relationship 
to a man. Issues are not just resolved 
by what is in the woman's head, but 
aiso by what power relationships exist 
in a whole range of material things, into 
which I would put iaeoloqy.
But it also seems to me that in the 
potential for resolving the struggle 
an important element is what workers 
have in their heads. In that sense I 
agree with Eric that you can't say that if 
w o rke rs  had m ore  pow er and 
circumstances were more favourable, 
they would necessarily resolve a 
struggle in a particular way.
If you look at some of the 
relationships in the union movement at 
the time of the first Green Bans, it was 
because of reformist, economist and 
non-socialist ideology in the union 
movement that the builders labourers 
were left isolated in manv instances, 
which is not to suggest that no 
mistakes were made.
But what motivates workers, or 
anybody, when they go into struggle is 
part of the material nature of that 
struggle.
As for economic in the last or the first 
instance, and whether the contradict­
ions which arise from the ownership or 
non-ownership of the means of 
production are the crucial or over­
riding factors in relationship to 
socialist theory and practice, it is
Linria Carruthers is a socialist 
feminist and union activist who is a 
library worker at the State Library of 
NSW.
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extremely d ifficu lt to explain racism or 
sexism on the basis of either a first or 
last instance theory, or that the 
relations of ownership are the crucial 
thing. They are all, of course, crucially 
inter-connected.
It is clear that the origins of women's 
oppression predate both capitalist and 
class society.
I am not arguing that there are no 
material factors in the oppression of 
women by men, but they are as much 
related to the esteem afforded to the 
reproduction of the species as to the 
economic divisions between women 
and men.
There is no point in analysing 
women's oppression outside the social 
relations and economic formation 
existing at the particular time. But it is a 
struggle in its own right, with its own 
area of concern, just as it is in the case 
of the struggle around wages.
To conflate all these and otherforms 
of struggle into some notion of class 
doesn’t increase o u r a b ility  to 
understand why these struggles exist, 
what are their motive forces, how they 
are connected with, or sometimes in 
conflict with each other.
It is more important to understand 
those connections and contradictions 
than to shove them all into some total 
category for the sake of being able to 
hang onto something in socialist 
theory which doesn't help you.
Eric: I d o n 't  kn o w  p re c is e ly  
what people mean by the "marxist
■ method". I don 't know if there is a 
specific m a rx is tm e th o d  beyond  
passion in the cause and a scientific 
attitude.
Thai is not to downgrade Marx. 
There is still more mental nourishment 
about human society in what Marx 
wrote than in the works of any other 
single person. I call myself a marxist 
because of that, and because Marx, 
along with Engels, was the founder of 
the modern socialist movement.
I recently read a bad book (Wesson's 
Why Marxism?) which, after claiming 
that marxism was a failed theory, seeks 
to exolain why it continues to be so 
successful. And I agree with his 
conclusion, though not his point of 
view. That conclusion is that marxism 
is so successful because it embodies 
what people who are oppressed and 
explo ited  loo k  to , th o u g h  no t 
necessarily — not mainly — from a 
theoretical point of view. They struggle 
because they think what is happening 
to them is bloody wrong and they are 
not going to put up with it any more.
The s ta n d p o in t ,  th e  s o c ia l 
philosophy Marx was putting forward 
was against exploitation, against all 
forms of oppression, against the 
concentration of ownership and
c o n tro l and fo r  the  m axim um  
development of human potentiality, 
and so on.
Linda: What then, is the difference 
between marxism and Christianity? 
C h r is t ia n i t y  is  a ls o  a g a in s t  
exploitation, and talks about pity for 
the oppressed and so on. Isn't the 
difference that marxism is grounded in 
that philosophy which grew out of the 
18ih century which said that there are 
only human events and that human 
events are potentially able to be 
controlled by humans and that things 
don't happen by magic, but because 
people make decisions and act on 
them  and can make d if fe re n t 
decisions? But the conditions have 
arrived within capitalism for that to be 
done on a world historical scale under 
the fu ll consciousness of human 
understanding, w ithout illusions.
Eric: Agreed. I think you've put it well. 
You speak of human respons.bility and 
choice, but that is a moral question. If 
there is no choice then there is no 
question of morality. But when there 
are choices — do this or do that, permit 
this or permit that intervene or not. 
that is a moral issue.
Certainly, the great feature of 
marxism is that it is materialist. But 
materialism, as Engels said, also needs 
to cnange with each new discovery. 
Yet the materialism that many marxists 
have in their heads remains the 
materialism of the 18th century, which 
is way out of date.
Linda: I agree.
Bob: The substance of Eric's point as I 
get it is that marxism's strength is in the 
combination of social justice and 
ethics and the historical side of the 
analysis, it's the link between the two 
which has been considerably eroded.
Joe: I substantially agree with that. But 
what we're talking about is what is it 
that has the capacity to motivate 
people today. In many third world 
countries, struggling for independ­
ence and a g a in s t tre m e n d o u s  
exploitation, one takes up arms to 
struggle to change it.
But, fo r us, the position is much 
m ore  c o m p e lx . Y o u 'v e  g o t a 
s o p h is t ic a te d  s o c ie ty  w h e re  
exploitation exists but is disguised. 
And there's a tolerance of a situation 
where 800,000 are unemployed and 
more than a million are below the 
poverty line. But everybody goes about 
their business, to all intents and 
purposes ignoring that. I piace a lot of 
importance on the moral values in that, 
on people's attitudes to one another. 
Because there is no way for change to 
take place unless people concern
" ... what we're talking 
about is what is it that 
has the capacity to 
motivate people today. 
In many third world 
countries, struggling 
for independence and 
against trem endous  
exploitation, and one 
takes up arms to 
change it. But, for us, 
the position is much 
more complex. You've 
got a sophisticated 
society where exploit­
ation exists but is 
disguised."
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"The big ackn o w l­
e d g e d  d i f f e r e n c e  
b e t we e n  what  the 
marxist left is prepared 
to do now and what it 
was prepared to do 
before, is to regard the 
state apparatus as an 
area of struggle. To see 
it as an arena for 
struggle,  for gains  
which can be held."
Boo Maklnson Is a 'blologisi who 
nas, till recently, been an activist In 
the Young Communist Movement.
themselves about the problems of 
others, with the injustices that occur.
True, groups of workers determine 
that logging is going to take place 
because their livelihood depends on it. 
But others take a moral judgment 
which is much more fundamental in a 
long-term sense, i.e. what this means 
for society as a whoie, be it the 
p reserva tion  o f the F rank lin  or 
whatever. They make a judgment ana 
are prepared to fight for it.
We have the problem of creating the 
sort of vision, the set of values with 
which people are going to identify and 
become committed to. Easter said than 
done, of course. The complexity of this 
society obscures the connection of 
one set of problems with another. This 
is also done deliberately and, to an 
extent, most of us don 't even 
understand. How you overcome that I 
don't know.
Eric says that marxism was able to 
express in all-sided ways a vision of 
society with which people could 
identity. For example, the Manifesto, 
which moved millions.
On the question of power. When 
marxism spoke of the historical role of 
the working class, that class was 
regarded as decisive because it had the 
relationship at tne point of production, 
thus wielding potentially tremendous 
economic force.
The big problem as I see it is that, 
while that capacity remains today, 
both the opportunity and the w ill to 
exercise it are largely absent.
I agree with Eric that power has a 
number of dimensions. The radical 
transformation of society is a transfer 
of power rrom those who exercise it 
now to those who have little or none.
But we are also talking about the 
a lie na tion  o f people  and th e ir 
conditioning to accept the exercise of 
power.
Again, with sexism and racism it is a 
question of power relationships. But, 
in this case, we have a power that is 
exercised voluntarily w ithin society 
and cuts across class boundaries. It is 
not realfy a class issue.
On ideotogy and practice — it is a 
question of both. It we seek to create a 
new set of values or a new morality 
then we have also got to integrate a 
practice which has that sort of vision 
into the day-to-day work of socialists.
Eric: Earlier, when socialists talked 
about power, they meant specifically 
state political power There were 
struggles around all sorts of things, but 
not abou t power. T h rough  the 
struggles, peoplem ight learn theirown 
strength and so on, but nothing else 
would change. In that sense it was 
purely an ideological outcome.
Perhaps from necessity, we now see 
it differently. Accepting the fact that 
the revolution is not just around the 
corner, as we used to think, we are 
faced with a long-term struggle.
This, in itself, poses a problem as to 
how socialists can, in this long-term 
struggle, sustain themselves, maintain 
their morale, etc. You can. if you think 
that the revolution is around the 
corner, even if the corner is distant, but 
more d ifficu lt if you do not — and I 
think few think that way now.
Our interventionist strategy comes 
to grips with that, in that we engage in 
struggles with a view not only to 
changing what is in people's heads 
but also changing to one degree or 
another, the actual power relations 
w ithin society.
It is not that one preaches that 
people ought to think in a certain way, 
though one may do that, but that the 
issues people face are tackled from a 
socialist ideological pomt of view and 
with a view to changing the actual 
power relations whicn exist within 
society.
Some may see this as a new form of 
gradualism, and maybe it is. But the 
point is that you don't put every 
change in power relations off until that 
aay when state power is seized. You 
wage the battle within society now, 
thus preparing both the ideological 
and material or relational conditions. 
In that sense, one is creating a bit of the 
new society w ithin the shell of the old. 
which we always used to reject as 
impossible.
Linda: Could you liken that to giving up 
the warfare of mass formations in 
favour of guerrilla warfare?
Eric: I suppose you could.
Bob: You can take that a bit further. 
The D o w er tha t one w ie la s  is 
determ ined both by the forces you 
dispose nf and the terrain you are able 
to control, or at least contest.
The big acknowledged difference 
between what the marxist left is 
prepared to do now and what it was 
prepared to do before, is to regard 
the state apparatus as an area of 
struggle. To see it as an arena for 
struggle, for gains which can be held. 
To participate in certain elements of 
the state apparatus in a contest'itory 
way, in a way that fights the e xisting 
mode of state domination
The other element to be looked at is 
how to assemble the kind of power 
base needed to do that, what are the 
elements of the coalition to do that. Not 
simply a political coa'ition but an 
ideological coalition w ithin the society 
which will make it possible to 
challenge elements of the state power 
and private power within industry as 
well.
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The left has found that it's not just 
the industrial working class that is 
needed for that. There have been long­
standing debates about the necessity 
of intellectuals and on what terms 
there can be an alliance between 
intellectuals and workers. There's 
been equally long-standing, though 
less explicit, debates about the role of 
small business, small farmers, and 
others; about what sort of coaliuon can 
be put together in society which 
enables you to challenge that sort of 
power.
It’s not just a matter of saying what 
sort of political forces are available to 
form a coalition of the left, because 
that's governed by those who define 
themselves as left. What we're talking 
about is a more long-term strategy of 
trying to penetrate all such areas of 
soc ie ty  w ith  b o th  ide as  and 
organisation in order to try to assemble 
the elements of the new society and to 
demonstrate tc people that there is a 
coherence about socialism, that it can 
provide not simply as gooa, but a 
better way of living and a more human 
society.
Eric: Tne elements are already there, in 
the struggles taking place.
Joyce: In a way, it's the striving to find 
the in te r c o n n e c t io n s  b e tw e en  
struggles that politicises the various 
movements, that takes them beyond 
the particular struggle itself.
Even though I don't see working 
class struggles at the point of 
production as the motive rorce for 
social cnange as Marx saw it to be, I 
still think it's  a crucial form of struggle, 
just as a whole range of other forms of 
struggle are.
And th e  p o in t  a b o u t  th e  
interconnections is not to try to find 
some world view for the sake of naving 
a world view. The point is how you 
realise the potential of the struggles 
that exist.
Eric: I don't th ink Marx ever said that 
change in society would come about 
by the struggle of people at the point of 
production. On the contrary, he said 
that those struggles were skirmishes, 
were defensive struggles and that the 
working class had to assert itself on 
a wider stage. Lenin put it even more 
strongly, saying that the struggle 
between workers and capitalists was 
too narrow to engender socialist 
consciousness, at most giving rise to 
trade union consciousness.
This is important because a lot of 
misconceptions about what class 
struggle even is, are based on that 
erroneous view.
Linda: We seem to be having d ifficu lty 
in coming to grips with what is the
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whole relationship between the way 
societies reproduce themselves, the 
ideas people have, and the possibilities 
of opposition to that.
Phil: I have a problem with the way you 
put that question. You seem 10 say that 
capitalist society just reproduces itself, 
full stop. But I think it's clear that 
capitalist society both reproduces 
itself and doesn't reproduce itself. It 
doesn't reproduce itself perfectly, in 
fact, it's largely because of the 
contradictions within capitalist society 
that it's incapable of reproducing itself 
perfectly.
Thus, there has to be a political 
struggle conducted by ruling classes 
and their intellectual forces to try to 
cem ent the b its  to g e th e r  and 
reproduce it at a higher level.
The inverse of that is that there are a 
whole lot of elements of capitalist 
s o c ie ty  w h ich  are re p ro d u c in g  
different things, wnich are not just 
simply capitalist relations, but different 
ideas, different forces. It is these that 
are the basis on which we have to work.
This is a great problem which 
structuralist theory and marxism got 
itself into, and the idea has become 
quite prevalent that capitalist society 
r e p ro d u c e s  i t s e l f  a b s o lu te ly .  
Therefore, the notion of struggle or 
where struggle comes from can 
b e c o m e  n o th in g  o th e r  th a n  
determinrst.
Linda: Yes, but I thought that I said the 
struggles we see all round us arose 
precisely out of the contradictions that 
capitalism throws up. For example, 
contradictions arise out of the fact that 
you have an ideology about femininity 
at a particular time when capitalism is 
drawing masses of women into the 
workforce and doing more to smash 
the family, as somebody said, than a 
whole bevy of feminists.
It's precisely those contradictions 
and the struggles that tney engender 
that are the points of intervention, of 
guerrilla warfare.
But what I was getting at was that 
people are talking about ideas — what 
ideas can we get to motivate people. 
Well, what ideas did people have when 
they were thrown into struggle around 
the women's movement? I don't know 
what ideas were in people's heads. 
Perhaps they weren't so different on 
the Monday from what they were on 
the Friday, but there came a particular 
time when they had to do something.
We talk about ideas motivating 
people, about how we get people 
going, but it seems to me it is not a 
question of how we get people going, 
but how we intervene in the ways
th e y 'r e  m a s s iv e ly  s t r u g g l in g  
everywhere.
Eric: I th ink that's precisely the point. 
Capitalism is producing all these 
struggles. What we were arguing about 
before was whether we labelled them 
all class struggles, not whether they 
existed or whether they were the basis 
on which we could work. How you 
designate them is more a theoretical 
point.
But taking these struggles as being 
produced by the various contradict­
ions ol capitalism, the real point for 
socialists is how to intervene in them 
with a view to developing socialist 
ideas on a wider basis.
Socialists have a particular role to 
play, and I see nothing unmaterialisl in 
that. Far from it. It also accords with 
historical experience. Certainly, if the 
c o n d it io n s  w e ren 't there, th ings  
wouldn 't have haopened, but I think 
that is rather trite. There have also 
been circumstances where conditions 
were there and things weren't done. 
We have the example of the Long 
March (that's a oarticular example, of 
course, but it's only one), where a 
relatively small body of people 
changed the situation.
And if we see a role for socialists, 
whether they are organised in this way 
or that, the point to discuss is: in these 
circumstances in which we find 
o u rs e lv e s , w h e re  s o c ia lis m  is 
som ew hat dow n com pared w ith  
previous periods, wnere socialists are 
flying apart rather than coming 
together, and don ’t feel themselves on 
the up, on the offensive, what is it 
socialist should ao in order to 
overcome this when, in other respects, 
w ith  the  c a p ita lis t  c r is is , the  
circumstances are favourable?
2 7
